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COMMISSIONERS, STAFF AND INTERNS 

Remarks from the Chair 

On behalf of the Massachusetts Commission on 
the Status of Women, it is my pleasure to        
present our FY2015 Annual Report. We took 
meaningful steps forward in fulfilling our mission 
of being a permanent effective voice for women 
from across the 351 cities and towns. We held 
four statewide public hearings; collaborated in 
the drafting of the Equal Pay bill and have been 

engaged in advocacy on behalf of other priority legislation; inaugurated 
a new regional women’s commission in the MetroWest region;         
continued to support the five existing CSWs; celebrated our fourth   
Annual Advocacy Day with more than 100 individuals from across the 
Commonwealth; co-hosted Equal Pay Day with the Caucus of  Women 
Legislators; and honored 90 community Unsung Heroines from across 
the Commonwealth.  We are grateful for the investment and           
partnership of the administration, legislators and allied organizations, 
as we work together to advance the status of women throughout the 
Commonwealth. We look forward to working with an ever expanding 
network of individuals and organizations focused on closing gaps for 
women and girls. 

 

 

 

 

Victoria A. Budson 
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Mission 

The mission of the Massachusetts Commission on the Status of Women (MCSW) is to provide a permanent, effective 
voice for women across Massachusetts.  

 

Charges 

Under MA Chapter 3, Section 66 of the Massachusetts General Laws the MCSW is empowered to: 

 Study, review and report on the status of women in the Commonwealth 

 Advise executive and legislative bodies on the effect of proposed legislation on women 

 Inform leaders of business, education, health care, state and local governments and the communications media 
of issues pertaining to women 

 Provide referrals and serve as a resource of information on issues pertaining to women 

 Identify and recommend qualified women for positions at all levels of government 

 Promote and facilitate collaboration among local women's commissions and among women’s organizations in 
the state 

 Serve as a liaison between government and private interest groups concerned with issues affecting women 

 

Organization 

The Commission is comprised of 19 members who are appointed by the Governor, the Senate President, the 

Speaker of the House of Representatives, and the Caucus of Women Legislators. Commissioners serve in a volun-

tary capacity and the work of the Commission is facilitated by two part-time staff members who are assisted by 

year-round interns. The full Commission meets monthly, except in July and August.    

 

The full Commission meets monthly, except in July and August, as does the MCSW Executive Committee. In addition, 
each commissioner is a member of at least one standing committee that generally meets monthly. The standing 
committees are as follows: 

Legislative and Public Policy Committee 

Program and Planning Committee 

Budget and Personnel Committee 

 

 

This 2014-2015 Annual Report includes the Commission’s activities and findings for the period of July 2014 to June 
2015.  

 

INTRODUCTION 
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In accordance with the responsibilities of the MCSW under MA Chapter 3, Section 66 of the Massachusetts     
General Laws, the MCSW submits the following recommendations for action to our appointing authorities: 

 

Support legislation that addresses the issue of women’s self sufficiency 

Passage of An Act to Establish Equal Pay (S.983, H.1733) would help to eliminate the wage gap by clarifying     
terminology in the existing law to effectively implement equal pay for comparable work, establishing pay 
transparency and promoting fairness in hiring and practices around wages. Women who work full time earn 
approximately 80.8% of what men who work full time earn, and lose a combined total of approximately 
$12,239,814,352 annually due to the wage gap.  The wage gap, magnified over the course of a lifetime of 
earnings, can have a serious impact on the economic security of women and their famlies. Passing this type 
of legislation would be a strong step towards pay equity in the Commonwealth.  

In addition to eliminating the wage gap in Massachusetts, ending gender discrimination in disability insurance 
policies (H.1867) is a key component of establishing women’s full self-sufficiency. Women face unnecessary 
financial burdens when purchasing individual disability insurance. As one of the only two types of insurance 
in the state that can legally charge women more than men, disability insurance providers often charge   
women 25% to 75% more than their male counterparts. This is blatant gender discrimination and a direct 
violation of the Massachusetts Equal Rights Amendment.   

Guaranteeing family and medical leave (H.1718) is another important step toward establishing self-sufficiency for 
women. Despite the universality of serious personal or family medical emergencies, most MA families face 
losing their jobs to care for themselves, their families or children during these times, particularly in low-
income and single parent households. This harsh reality disproportionately affects women as they tend to be 
the primary caretakers of the family and are increasingly the primary bread winners.   

 

Continue the establishment of regional commissions on the status of women 

The Commission supports and is invested in the further establishment of county and regional commissions on 
the status of women. The Hampden County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls (S.1080) and the 
Hampshire/Franklin Counties Commission on the Status of Women (H.1867) would be created in the same 
model as the MCSW, and the six existing county and regional commissions. The creation of the Hampden and 
Hampshire/Franklin Commissions is consistent with the Commission’s goal of increasing women’s political 
participation in the Commonwealth.  

 

Support legislation that supports reproductive health and sexuality education 

The Commission envisions a healthy, well-informed population of youth across the Commonwealth, and sees            
An Act Relative to Healthy Youth (H448) as a vital component of that end goal. This bill sets a standard                   
benchmark for health education and states that any Massachusetts public schools that decide to provide         
their students with sexuality education must select a comprehensive, medically accurate, and age-
appropriate curriculum.  

 

2015 RECOMMENDATIONS TO APPOINTING AUTHORITIES 
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In FY10, the Commission’s budget was reduced by 73% (from $250,000 in FY2009).  After this significant budget cut, 
the Commission was level funded for several years until it received an increase in its budget to $100,000 in FY14. This 
increase has been applied to staff salaries,  which has allowed the Commission to expand its reach and to more effec-
tively communicate with and support the regional commissions. As a result, more information is being  collected 
about the issues that women are facing. There are now six regional commission that report to the MCSW annually and 
work in partnership to host regional public hearings across the state. This growth allows the Commission to form a 
more comprehensive image of the status of women in the Commonwealth.  

Moving forward, the Commission plans to submit a request to the Joint Committee on Ways and Means for an         
increase in its budget to $140,00. This would allow the Commission to more effectively carry out its mission and better 
serve the women of Massachusetts. To put this budget increase in perspective, it must be noted that in 2001, when it 
was first established, the Commission operated on a budget of $195,000, the level at which the Legislature deemed 
appropriate in order for the Commission to properly execute its charges. Given the Commission’s record of       
achievement with limited resources, an increase to $140,000 would provide a significant and expediential opportunity 
in its goals to provide a permanent and effective voice for women of the Commonwealth. 

Commission on the Status of Women 
BUDGET FY14 

  

   FY14 GAA 

Total Income from State Appropriation $71,500 

    

Expenses   

Salaries $46,500 

Operating Expenses $25,000 

    

Total Expenses $71,500 

    

MCSW BUDGET 
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The Commission held four public hearings during FY 15: 

 

Holyoke Public Hearing, Holyoke Community College, October 22, 2014  

Key issues raised at this hearing included: 

 Access to safe, affordable housing; Housing discrimination; Domestic violence;  Reproductive choice; Pay    

equity; Teen pregnancy; Therapy abuse; Bullying; Sexual assault; Protecting pregnant workers; Increasing  

number of women in public offices; Access to affordable health services; Developing leadership                     

opportunities for girls 

 

Southbridge Public Hearing, Jacob Edwards Library, February 26, 2015 

Key issues raised at this hearing included: 

 Access to interpretation service and affordable ESL classes; Support for grandparents raising grandchildren; 

Domestic violence; Mental health parity; Increasing numbers of women in public offices; Sex education;       

Access to transportation; Student debt  

 

Haverhill Public Hearing, YWCA of Haverhill, March 25, 2015  

Key issues raised at this hearing included: 

Domestic violence; Protecting survivors in family court; Access to information about affordable healthcare and 

cancers that affect women; Language barriers in healthcare and educational institutions; Increasing aware-

ness about substance abuse in community; Increasing socio-economic mobility for women of color 

 

Attleboro Public Hearing, Attleboro Public Library, April 15, 2015 

Key issues raised at this hearing included: 

 Affordable housing ; Domestic violence; Access to childcare vouchers and transportation; Implementing    

graduated decreases in public benefit system; Sexual assault; Cultural and economic barriers for immigrant 

women; Equal pay; Increasing minimum wage; Access to financial literacy education 

 
Full hearing reports are available in the appendix. 

PROGRAMS AND ADMINISTRATIVE ACTIVITIES 

Public Hearings 

In keeping with its mandate to study and report on the status of women and girls     
living in the Commonwealth, the Commission holds regional public hearings to hear 
the  concerns of women. Area legislators and public officials are invited to attend.    
The Commission uses hearing testimony to shape and influence its legislative           
advocacy work and its annual recommendations to the appointing authorities. 
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County and Regional Women’s Commissions 

Modeled after the MCSW, the six unfunded county and regional 
women’s commissions were legislatively created to study and      
report on the status of women and girls in their geographical areas, 
and to provide permanent and effective voices for women and girls. 
Each county and regional commission reports their findings annually 
to MCSW. 

Once the legislation has passed to establish a county or regional 
commission, MCSW solicits and reviews commissioner applications, 
makes appointments, hosts a formal inaugural event to have the new commissioners sworn in, and conducts an    
opening session. 

After the initial appointments have been made and the opening session conducted, MCSW continues to offer            
significant support to the commissions and oversees the appointments and reappointments of commissioners. MCSW 
frequently convenes with regional commissions in order to maintain strong partnerships and build the capacity of    
regional commissions. 

The Commission has endorsed proposed legislation to establish a Hampden County Commission on the Status of  
Women and Girls, and a Hampshire/Franklin Counties Commission on the Status of Women (see Legislation and Public 
Policy section). These new commissions would function in the same way as the four existing county and regional   
women’s commissions.   

Current Regional Commissions 

 Berkshire County Commission on the Status of Women, 9 members from Berkshire County, established in 2005 

 Bristol County Commission on the Status of Women, 9 members from Bristol County, established in 2008 

 Cape Cod and Islands Commission on the Status of Women, 13 total members from Barnstable, Dukes, and       
Nantucket Counties, established in 2009 

 Essex County Commission on the Status of Women, 9 members from Essex County, established in 2010 

 Worcester County Commission on the Status of Women, 9 members from Worcester County, established in 2013 

 MetroWest Commission on the Status of Women, represents the towns of Ashland, Bellingham, Dover,            
Framingham, Franklin, Holliston, Hopkinton, Hudson, Maynard, Medfield, Medway, Millis, Natick, Needham,      
Norfolk, Northborough, Norwood, Sherborn, Southborough, Stow, Sudbury, Walpole, Wayland, Wellesley, 
Westborough, Weston, and Wrentham, and the city of Marlborough, established in 2015 

Local Women’s Commissions 

There are currently nine local Women’s Commissions 
that represent various cities and towns in the Common-
wealth.  While these Commissions are independent of 
MCSW, the Commission serves as a resource and      
partner for local commissions and maintains contact 
with them on a regular basis. 

Local commissions include: Boston Women’s             
Commission; Brockton Mayor’s Commission on        
Women’s Issues; Brookline Commission for Women; 
Cambridge Commission on the Status of Women;     
Newton Commission on the Status of Women; Quincy 
Mayor’s Commission on Women; Somerville              
Commission for Women; Springfield Commission for 
Women; and Worcester City Manager’s Advisory     
Committee on the Status of Women. 



 8 

Research 

Per its enabling legislation the Commission is empowered to study, review, and report on the status of women in the 
Commonwealth, as well as advise executive and legislative bodies on the effect of proposed legislation on women.  

The MCSW is interested in research that examines and reports on the state of women’s lives across the Common-
wealth. In the past, we have partnered with various separate agencies that focus on this type of research.  

Over the course of the year, the Commission’s staff utilizes information gathered from hearings to inform potential  
research topics, as well as the compilation of outside research. 

 

Twelfth Annual “Unsung Heroines of Massachusetts” Program 

On June 17, the MCSW hosted its twelfth Annual Unsung Heroine Celebration at the State House. This event honored 

90 Heroines from cities and towns across the Commonwealth. The Unsung Heroines are women who, without fanfare 

or recognition, make the Commonwealth a better place to work and live.  

The Commission partners with state legislators to identify women who perform significant acts of service on behalf of 

their communities. The nomination process identifies women of all ages, economic, political, geographic and ethnic 

backgrounds.  All of the Unsung Heroine honorees were honored at a State House ceremony where they received     

appreciation from a grateful Commonwealth.   

 

MCSW Internship Program 

Preparing the next generation of leaders remains an important component for the Commission. As an extension of 
this commitment MCSW offers internship opportunities to students from universities and colleges across the country. 
Internships, both for credit and non-credit, are extended during fall semester, spring semester, and through the  
summer. During the 2014-2015 academic year, the Commission hosted 12 interns.   
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ADVOCACY AND EDUCATION 

Disparities Action Network  

The Disparities Action Network (DAN) is a statewide coalition of advocates, 
researchers, providers and institutions that work to reduce health disparities 
in the Commonwealth through legislative advocacy and education. Founded at 
Health Care for All in 2006, the DAN represents over 60 statewide                 
organizations focused on addressing the complex issues that underlie health 
inequality. Commissioner Chanyasulkit attends and represents MCSW at DAN 
meetings. Currently, DAN’s legislative priority is An Act to Eliminate Racial and 
Ethnic Health Disparities in the Commonwealth (S985/H3888), whereby      
disparities result from a range of social and economic factors that are not   
limited to health care, education and employment, neighborhoods and     
housing, discrimination, and a variety of social determinants. 

International Women’s Day 2015 

On March 6, 2014 the MCSW hosted the annual International Women’s Day Breakfast at Simmons College with over 
thirty organizations in attendance. The commission was proud to serve as a member, with eighteen other                 
organizations of the IWD planning board in order to guarantee the success of the event. This year’s breakfast          
specifically focused on women’s pay equity, with an emphasis on moving women’s wages forward, both locally and 
globally.  

 

 

Equal Pay Day 

The purpose of Equal Pay Day is to raise awareness of the wage gap that exists between men and women. Equal Pay 
Day marks the day to which women must work in order to earn the same amount that their male colleagues made in 
the previous year. On April 14, 2014, the MCSW, along with the Caucus of Women Legislators, hosted an event at the 
State House featuring MCSW Chairwoman Victoria A. Budson, who spoke to the importance of equal pay, equality, 
and the positive effect that pay equity has on the economy. Equal Pay Day also served as a platform to advocate for 
An Act Relative to Comparable Work (H3883). 

Fourth Annual Advocacy Day 

On May 14, 2015 the MCSW hosted its fourth annual Advocacy Day at the State 

House. The public was invited to hear from state and county commissioners as 

well as elected officials regarding the status of women in Massachusetts and 

their access to equality and opportunities. Over 100 community members joined 

to visit with legislators and learn about the importance of considering gender 

when  developing policy. 
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Priority Bills 

In order to continue the Commission’s mission of providing an effective voice for the women of Massachusetts, the 
MCSW identifies priority bills to be the center of our legislative focus. In the 2013-2014 year, the Commission focused 
on addressing women’s self sufficiency through the following legislation. 
 

 
An Act to Establish Equal Pay (S.983, H.1733)  
Lead Sponsors: Sen. Patricia Jehlen and Sen. Karen Spilka, Rep. Jay Livingstone and Rep. Ellen Story  

This bill would take a number of action steps in securing pay equity in the Commonwealth. Building upon the previous 

Comparable Work bill, the Pay Equity bill calls for the same wages to be allocated for positions of comparable skill, 

effort, and responsibility notwithstanding gender. In order to do so, the bill bars employers from restricting employees 

in discussing their wages, benefits or other compensation. Further, through its employee protections and safeguards 

for pay transparency, this bill expands the research, study, and development of definitions with respect to the topics 

of: pay equity and comparable work, traditional gender roles and the workplace, comparable skill, effort,                  

responsibility, and working conditions and the legitimacy of merit-based work systems.  

 

An Act Providing for Equitable Coverage in Disability Policies (H.783) 
Lead Sponsors: Rep. Balser and Sen. Lewis 

This bill would end sex discrimination in disability insurance policies. Currently, state-regulated disability insurance is 
classified by sex, and filings at the Division of Insurance show different premiums for men and women with the same 
job classification. Women pay upwards of 75% more than their male co-workers do for the same insurance. Passing 
this legislation would end this discrimination and would put disability insurance amongst the many other types of    
insurance that are legally barred from discriminating based on sex.  
 
Hampden County Commission on the Status of Women and Girls (S.1080) 
Lead Sponsors: Sen. Anne Gobi 

This bill would establish a regional commission on the status of women and girls in the Hampden County. The        

commission will be composed of nine members with staggered terms that will recommend policies and make           

recommendations to state and local agencies based on the information gathered from periodically held hearings and 

testimonies of the area.  

 

Hampshire/Franklin Counties Commission on the Status of Women (H.1867) 

Lead Sponsors: Rep. Ellen Story  

This bill would establish a joint nine-member commission on the status of women in the Hampshire and Franklin   
counties. Representing the variety of the towns and municipalities in the Hampshire and Franklin counties, this      
commission will advocate for women through regular hearings and policy recommendations.  
 
An Act Relative to Healthy Youth (H.448)  
Lead Sponsors: Rep. James O’Day and Rep. Paul Brodeur 

This bill calls for age-appropriate and medically accurate sexual health education in each school district or public 
school that currently offers sexual health education. The bill promotes the benefits of abstinence and delay of sexual 
activity while also addressing the contraceptive and proper barrier methods to prevent unintended pregnancy and 
sexually transmitted infections. Further, the bill also establishes the need for a written policy of curriculum notification 
for parents and guardians of students receiving sexual health education in their native language.  

LEGISLATIVE ACTIVITIES 
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An Act Establishing a Family Medical Leave and Temporary Disability Leave Insurance Program (H.1718) 

Lead Sponsors: Rep. Kenneth Gordon  

This bill establishes employee rights to family medical leave or temporary disability leave in the event of the           
following: the birth of a child of the employee, the placement of a child with the employee for adoption or foster 
care, the necessity of an employee to care for a family member that has been diagnosed with a serious health condi-
tion for a period of time. Further, the bill safeguards the position, compensation, status, and benefits of the employ-
ee upon return from leave so long as ample notice to the employer is given.  
 
An Act Establishing the Massachusetts Pregnant Workers Fairness Act (H.1769) 

Lead Sponsors: Rep. Ellen Story and Sen. Joan Lovely  

This bill provides safeguards for employees with conditions of pregnancy, childbirth, and other related aspects. The 
bill allots for ‘reasonable accommodations’ be taken and provided by the employer. These accommodations included 
but are not limited to more or frequent breaks; time off to recover from childbirth; acquisition or modification of 
equipment; seating; temporary transfer to a less strenuous or hazardous position; job restructuring; light duty; break 
time; and  private non-bathroom space for expressing breast milk, assistance with manual labor, or modified work 
schedule.  
 
Resolution to Encourage Equitable and Diverse Gender Representation on the Boards of Companies in the Com-
monwealth (S.1007) 

Filed By: Sen. Karen Spilka 

This resolution addresses the mere 14.9% of board seats and the 11.8% of executive officer positions that women 
hold in 100 of the largest public companies within the Commonwealth. The resolution encourages the equitable and 
diverse gender representation in the public and private leadership ranks of Massachusetts companies and state    
government, as well as those companies that do their business in the Commonwealth. Further, the resolution calls 
for the number of women and total number of individuals on their boards of directors be publically disclosed, in the 
aim that all corporate boards with nine or more members have a minimum of two female directors.  
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APPENDIX 

Massachusetts Commission on the Status of Women 

Public Hearing 

Kittredge Center, Holyoke Community College, Holyoke, MA 

Wednesday, October 22, 2014, 4:30 pm 

 

Present: Commissioners: Tahirah Amatul-Wadud; Penny Blaisdell; Linda Cavaioli; Chris Chanyasulkit; 

Maureen Curley; Rebecca Donham; Denise Hurst; Mary Kassler; Margot Parrot;  also, Executive Direc-

tor Jill Ashton, Intern Annie Leiter. 

 

Commissioners Denise Hurst and Tahirah Amatul-Wadud welcomed the assembled group with a brief 

history of the Commission and its purpose.  Director Jill Ashton and Intern Annie Leiter were  thanked 

for their work in arranging this hearing, and officials present were welcomed. Representative Ellen Story 

was recognized to say a few words. 

 

State Representative Ellen Story. She was in the Legislature when they first considered having a 

MCSW. Susan Weld, wife of then-Governor Weld, attended the World Women’s Conference, came back 

to Massachusetts, and wanted to start a state women’s commission. The House Speaker at the time was 

Rep. Tom Finneran, who had three appointments, one of whom was his anti-choice wife. Other appoin-

tees at that time also had some very specific agendas. Today Rep. Story has her hopes up concerning the 

current commission. Women are about a quarter of the state legislature, and if the women all agree on 

something, the men are scared to death. Some time ago the issue of infertility and egg transplants was 

being discussed in legislative committee, but there was not a single woman on that committee. If we 

women can find issues – like comparable pay for comparable work – and get all the women behind it, the 

legislation would pass. 

 

At this time, the commissioners introduced themselves and then the testimony began. 

 

Meris Bergquist, Mass Fair Housing Center Director. She said she would speak about housing issues as 

they effect women and children. Her organization has been in Holyoke for 25 years. They handle 300 to 

400 complaints of housing discrimination every year and offer free legal representation to everyone pro-

tected under the Fair Housing Act. Discrimination on account of sex was added in 1975. First, she spoke 

of victims of domestic violence. Often when a woman takes steps to protect herself, she has a need of 

safe housing. Domestic violence victims comprise 11% of evictions. A few years ago, Governor Patrick 

declared this an emergency, because it is life or death for women and children. The law needs to be 

strengthened, and Chapter 151B, the antidiscrimination law, should be amended to add victims of domes-

tic violence as a protected category. Second, she spoke of the inability of single parents of young children 

to access housing due to lead paint. She said it took one woman from Springfield two years to find hous-

ing. We need to increase capacity to promote lead-safe housing. A third issue is sexual harassment in 

housing. Her organization recently was working with a mother of six with a low wage job, and her land-

lord was a sexual predator. There was a quid pro quo in order not to evict her. She was vulnerable and 

hesitant to take action. There needs to be greater outreach and a partnership with the Attorney General, 

and we must create more safe, decent and affordable housing. Landlords do not want to rent to someone 

who has been evicted, as many domestic victims are. Think of the situation as a Monopoly board: men 

have access to the whole board, single women with children to only a fraction. 
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Joanne Sunshower. She has lived 35 years in the state, 15 of them in Western Mass. She wants to address 

the need for more investment in Western Mass and enabling more women to start businesses. She quotes a 

number of reports (Women’s Fund, AmEx, U.S. Senate Hearing report) on women’s lower earnings. She 

said that women earn less in the four western counties, with higher numbers of female headed households 

below the poverty level. As a specific example, a mother with two children needs at least $50k a year to 

be self-supporting. In Orange, more single women than anyone else lost their homes to foreclosure. In 

comparison to other states, Massachusetts ranks #36 in women’s business growth. She spoke of a woman-

owned business in Holyoke providing green diapers and also horse blankets. Women need fair access to 

capital, to training, and to government contracts. In the world, women’s ownership of businesses is an in-

dicator of growth. There is potential for growth in woman-owned farming and value-added to farm prod-

ucts. There are three CDFI’s in Western Massachusetts, but we need the state to give matching funds to 

leverage federal capital. One of the first things to be downsized in the state budget is funds for child care. 

She would like the Commission to take some role in studying what is needed to really raise women out of 

poverty. 

 

Bonnie MacCracken, Amherst NAACP Committee on Housing. She wanted to lend a voice about hous-

ing instability. She said the state has recently released more housing vouchers but she is still concerned 

about the barriers. She hears how badly women are made to feel when they go in to ask for housing assis-

tance. As foreclosures increased, there has been more demand [for subsidized housing]. Housing Authori-

ty boards need to include tenants and have more diversity. And they need to make sure that women are 

treated with more respect when they apply for housing. 

 

Cynthia Brubaker, League of Women Voters (LWV), Amherst. She is Co-President with Kathy Vor-

werk, who is also in attendance. The LWV grew out of the suffrage movement and takes many advocacy 

positions around women. She will address three issues. First, reproductive choice. Women must have the 

freedom to make their own choice, including public funding for birth control and abortion. The LWV was 

on the amicus brief on the buffer zone case. They support laws that deal with abortion as a private matter. 

Second, domestic violence. One in four women in the U.S. will experience domestic violence. The goal is 

to prevent violence in general, and the state response should be integrated, including shelters, housing, 

counselling, training. There needs to be public awareness so it doesn’t get swept under the rug. Third, 

make certain that women have equal opportunity to get jobs, get equal pay, and have equal access to pro-

motions. When women drop out to raise children, their status must be protected and they must be helped 

to re-enter the job market. 

 

Lucy Hartry, Tapestry Health Systems and a former Commissioner. Her organization has been providing 

reproductive health services in the region for over 40 years, through a number of sites, including one in 

Holyoke. They see thousands of women, providing health care for family planning and sexually transmit-

ted diseases. Lucy works at the Northampton site. Massachusetts has been a frontrunner in health insur-

ance, and she is glad to be from Massachusetts, but our health insurance is not a perfect fit, and many peo-

ple go on and off insurance or simply don’t know how to access it. So there is still a need for subsidized 

services. There is also the issue of young people on their parent’s coverage concerned about confidentiali-

ty, since the parent will see the insurance information after the visit. There has always been an issue of 

access to low cost care. 

 

Cindy Miller Springfield and Holyoke have high teen pregnancy rates. This is an economic issue. Once 

pregnant, there are barriers to finishing school, so these teens feel they have no future. The MCAS testing 

sets such a high bar that these teens quit. There is a 50% dropout rate in Springfield and Holyoke. Teen 

pregnancy is a symptom. We need to give young people a better hope for the future, to get them through 

high school. 
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Brittany Tarczynski is a domestic violence survivor who has been working with Safe Passage and wanted 

to share her experience. She needed to use the new Domestic Violence Act signed Aug. 8, because in June 

she had to seek a restraining order. Her employer saw her the next day with all her bruises. She has had to 

go to court many times, which is hard to manage when working and being a mom. She provided her        

employers with the restraining order and a picture, but they expected her to provide them with another  

summons every time she went to court. She felt she was being revictimized every time she had to explain 

why she was going to court. Also, her employer started treating her completely differently. The fifteen days 

allowed for court time under the bill felt like a ticking clock, even though she has had a good experience 

with the court. The law is good, but it needs to be fixed. She feels she should only have to produce the  

original restraining order. 

 

Marianne Winters, Executive Director of Safe Passage. We should understand that there is no separation 

between those who experience domestic violence and the rest of us. Her role: to provide domestic violence 

services, shelter in Hampshire County, advocacy services. They have had six babies in the past year born to 

women in the shelter. She herself was a survivor before there were shelters and she has come to understand 

the multifaceted nature of domestic violence. Domestic violence survivors have higher rates of physical  

illness, mental illness, poverty, homelessness, food insecurity, joblessness, and social isolation. Spiritually 

they are feeling hopeless and unimportant. Like black mold, it permeates in places you cannot see. Her 

agency has launched a rural project, providing a travelling advocate on safety plans. For one woman on a 

farm, she needed to find a place where she had cell phone service to call police. Another woman in a  

wheelchair had her phone hidden from her by the abuser, so she needed to be able to tell her health care 

worker. A third woman had two children who had witnessed the abuse, and when they moved her to a new 

place, there needed to be a safety plan with the school and a way to transfer the childrens’ health care     

records without the abuser finding them. A new effort has been launched, called “Say Something.” There is 

something everyone can do. They are doing this program with community money, because there is no   

comprehensive state approach to prevention of domestic violence. The program’s strategy is: “Learn, Act, 

Be.” One, domestic violence is a learned behavior. Education is based on a bystander approach, because 

people can be trained. Two, teach people how to speak up. Three, be part of the transformation in our   

community. We need more people to understand they may have a role in this. 

 

Dana Carnegie, Girls Scouts of Western and Central Mass Community Relations Manager. Girls Scouting 

is in its second century and we need to rally around girl leadership. Thirty percent of girls have experienced 

bullying. Eighty-five percent of middleschoolers have been cyber-bullied, with devastating effects. Girl 

Scouts joins with other girl-serving organizations throughout the state to reduce bullying and relational   

aggression. 

 

Amelia Vega, a member of Girl Scouts. Amelia is a senior at Holyoke High School. She is 17 and has two 

little sisters. Growing up, she was shy and Girl Scouts gave her confidence. She just finished working on 

her Gold Award in a girls’ orphanage in Kenya. Holyoke needs to open up opportunities for girls and needs 

to empower women, not at age 20 but at 3 or 4. 

 

Shannon Koehn, of Motherwoman, Inc.  Her organization has been based in Hadley since 1999, with a 

mission to support mothers, empowering moms to realize their leadership abilities. They cannot require 

postpartum screening without providing resources for those who screen positive. In other communities, they 

are building networks to support moms. They are also working on the “Earned Paid Sick Time” ballot ques-

tion and the Pregnant Workers Fairness Act. Laws fail to protect pregnant workers, who are at higher risk 

for premature birth. Denying pregnant workers accommodation puts women in a situation where they must 

choose between their job and their babies and their own health. Some 75% of working women expect to be 

pregnant at some time. There are states with laws protecting them. She has also met with Rep. Story to ask 

her to include “pregnant women” as a protected category under the state anti-discrimination law (Chapter 

151B).  
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Katie Cooney is a Sophomore at Smith College. She spoke on the issue of sexual assault on college cam-

puses. A 2007 study showed that one out of five women in college are the victims of sexual assault. Serial 

rapists account for 90% of these cases, which are very underreported. Survivors may have to live and go to 

class with their abusers. Smith is part of the Five College system, of which three are being investigated for 

Title 9 violations. To address this, she supports H347 (Rep. Cabral’s bill) which would train educators on 

gender bias and sexual violence. She also would like to see a “Yes Means Yes” law such as California has 

recently passed. She will email details. 

 

Jocelyn Silverlight, President of the Women’s Committee of UAW Local 2322. Her union represents over 

3000 area workers. There is a need for good jobs with good benefits. Local 2322 represents human service 

workers and health educators, and these are underpaid. There is a need to raise up women out of poverty 

by bringing good jobs to the area. She also would ask everyone not to narrowly define “woman” because 

gender is not binary and identity is not cut and dry. There is a need to push employers to talk about the Do-

mestic Violence Bill. The root of sexism lies in power and money. We need to value women’s work of all 

kinds, and we need to funnel money to non-profits who are doing important work on this issue. 

 

Pam Howland, of Old Window Workshop, is a contractor who has tried to bring women into the con-

struction trades. She spoke of a micro-enterprise experimental grant program that has been pre-approved 

for Springfield. Micro-enterprise is a way to change women’s economic situation. Right now women don’t 

have cell phones or computers for job application, a problem beyond finding child care and transportation. 

She said unions are not yet prepared to change their cultures for women. She is working with women to 

restore old windows, but to do this, women need access to tools and a place to work. Springfield and Ho-

lyoke are beautiful cities. Women need to live in safe environments without lead, vermin and asbestos. The 

grant for the old window workshop will mean that women will be making beautiful things out of free ma-

terials. The Springfield grant is $70k, and she hopes to spread this idea. There are windows everywhere, 

and she said, “Every window is a day’s pay, a week’s food.” 

 

Elizabeth Barajas-Román, of the Women’s Fund of Western Massachusetts. Hers is a public foundation 

involved in strategic grantmaking and also running LIPPI, which trains women to run for elected political 

office. There is a critical need for women’s leadership in public office. The U.S. ranks 95th in the world in 

terms of the percentage of women in our legislatures. The Massachusetts legislature currently has its low-

est number of women since 1998. Having more women in office is key, and we must work with the next 

Governor to incorporate more women. She asked the LIPPI graduates in the audience to stand (there were 

many) and said the program is “over 200 strong.” 

 

Sovann-Malis Loeung, of Amherst, spoke of the effect on her Section 8 rental subsidy when her niece 

came to live with her in order to attend UMass. The niece got financial aid, which was counted as house-

hold income in determining rent, which went up by $250 per month. She asked why the 1965 Higher Edu-

cation Act was being used against her. Many students needing financial aid are low income, and we should 

look at the effects of financial aid counted as income. In 2014 she applied for housing and the paperwork 

was daunting. Now her income is high enough so if she makes a penny more, she’s out of her housing. She 

is also facing another problem. Her non-received child support is being considered as income and she is 

being forced to file a contempt motion for non-payment. She said we should look at the effect of forcing 

someone to collect from former partners. She would have to pay money in order for the court to find him. 

She wants diversity training in social agencies on women and poverty, because they are insensitive in help-

ing women and people of color. 
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Vira Douangmany Cage, ACLU of Mass, is a mom and woman of color and a member of the Youth Ac-

tion Coalition, which brings an arts and social justice curriculum to middle school students. She feels as if 

“we’re on a train car.” Oct. 22 is National Day Against Police Brutality. As working moms, our status is 

directly related to the status of our kids. She started working in April to address the “school to prison pipe-

line.” She accompanies parents to disciplinary hearings and juvenile courts. These parents are missing 

work, and she is trying to form a coalition to address this problem. She asked, “How do we play a role and 

address young people’s experience in the schools?” 
 

Mary Beth Ogulewicz. She said women have a different kind of understanding: the twin pillars of silence 

and shame. She’s been a prosecutor for over 16 years and she is here to discuss “therapy abuse.” She’s 

here to speak to sisters. She has spent 20 years working with women to tell the truth. In order to engage in 

therapy, you have to surrender your sense of protections, and she was exploited. People in Massachusetts 

don’t keep this data. “Tell” is a group of anonymous women. There is shame in every woman [survivor], 

even in their 60’s and 70’s. There is a fear of coming forward. For her there was no redress, because her 

violator lost his license due to doing the same thing to two previous women. All women are subject to this 

– 90% of victims are female – and few come forward. More than 23 states have criminalized all sexual 

conduct between patients and therapists. The dynamic is similar to sexual conduct in prisons. There is a 

need for a statute. In all other contexts, sexual abuse is criminalized. Even if the violators lose their licens-

es, they will go on to abuse in other roles. In all the conferences on sexual violence, she has never heard 

this discussed. 
 

Mary Reardon Johnson, Educational Director of the YWCA of Western Mass, and a former Commis-

sioner. She spoke about the differences between the eastern part of the state and Western Mass. We don’t 

all read the same newspapers or watch the same TV. The Commission has come to her Massachusetts. Cer-

tain aspects of life in our region are different.  One third of women will experience domestic violence, with 

40% unreported, and the numbers have been the same for four decades. In one 24-hour period, 184 women 

and children were given services by the YWCA of Western Mass. Domestic violence affects all women, 

but in Western Mass the need is greater. In Western Mass, the average wage is $4 lower, there is a higher 

poverty rate and higher unemployment. The teen pregnancy rate is 57 per 1000, four times the state rate, in 

Holyoke. The Holyoke dropout rate is 26%, compared with 6.5% statewide. The crime rate makes Spring-

field the second most dangerous New England city. The western region of DCF has 28,000 consumers. 
 

Joanna Lillian Brown is the author of a book on caring at the end of life, “Caring for Dying Loved 

Ones.” Two thirds of all caregivers are women, who may have to leave their jobs to care for a loved one. 

Women are 75% of the residents of nursing homes. Current Medicare/Medicaid funding shunts people into 

nursing homes. There is only one live-in hospice in Western Mass, which increased its beds from six to 

twelve, and it is private pay. There is a huge crisis in end-of-life care, and people do not have choices. 

There needs to be a high-level summit on end-of-life care. 
 

Commissioner Chris Chanyasulkit invited all in attendance to our Advocacy Day on May 7, 2015. She said 

we need everyone and their networks to attend. 
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Testimony from Mary Lou Conca 

October 22, 2014 

 

Hello, 

I cannot make the hearing today at Holyoke Community College scheduled for today.  I do however want to 

submit written testimony to be read. 

 

I am a fifty-nine year-old woman who has been in the work field for forty-five years. 

I began working at the age of fourteen when I went to city hall to obtain my working papers that my mother 

had to sign.  I then submitted those papers, received a social security number, and began flipping burgers. My 

career making onion rings, and fried clams at Jolly Burger paid only minimum wage of $1.60 per hour. 

 

Today I hold an Associate in Science Degree, Aquinas College, Newton, MA and a Bachelor of Arts Degree, 

cum laude, The University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA. 

 

I work as a substitute teacher and earn $10.00 an hour--the school district I have worked for the past five years 

just changed their daily stipend this school year, from $60 a day for a seven hour day, to $70.  Not much of a 

raise considering a school system could not run without substitutes who are often available, literally, at a mo-

ment's notice.  The majority of substitutes are also women. 

 

My point in submitting testimony for today's hearing is that women are being shortchanged in the work 

field.  My years of experience, since 1989, in the education field are not recognized in my current work as a 

substitute. Nor are my degrees.  The pay is not substantial nor does it even closely represent a livable wage.   

 

When I left my last position in education I was earning $14.72 @hour after working for nine years in that sys-

tem.  A young man, a family friend, began working for the same district and began his first year at $15.83 

@hour.  I was astonished to learn this.  I know this gentleman did not have any degrees in education, or from 

any college for that matter, yet he was being paid, at an entry level position, a higher rate than I was earning 

with nine years experience. 

 

I am sure there are many more similar stories of women not being recognized or properly paid for their work 

experience, and overlooked in their job search.   

I wish to have the wheels changed in this cycle--Equal pay for equal work is not happening in Massachu-

setts.  I believe a woman earns 70 cents or less to every dollar a man earns. 

I would like to work on a committee to change this--especially in light of the fact that there are so many single 

mothers out there working outside of the home,and raising children.  Our children who will soon be running 

this country deserve to have the same opportunities of their upper class peers.  If their mothers are not being 

paid properly--the children are the ones who suffer this shortcoming.  Thank you for hearing my story. 

 

Most Sincerely, 

Mary Lou Conca 
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Written Testimony Submitted by Brenda Murphy 

October 21, 2014 

Just saw an article re your hearing tomorrow in Holyoke.  Although I am unable to attend, would like to offer 

my opinion.  We adopted a child with undiagnosed mental and medical health conditions.  Instead of helping, 

the mass dcf attacked us.  Lied to the court to gain custody.  Would not allow our daughter to come home even 

though there was no evidence of neglect /abuse.  Then our rights were terminated based on a mass law that al-

lows termination when child is in foster care for 15 months - not neglect / abuse.  As a mother, I am devastated 

that I could not protect my kids from this abuse of power by dcf. 

In addition, dcf does not comply with their own regulations.  We are finally in court over an appealed 51a 

from 2006.  It took dcf 3 years to give us our "fair hearing" and another 4 years to send their decision.  This 

process, per dcf regs, should take about 6 months before court - not 7 years.  How many other children are torn 

from their moms and homes? 

Brenda Murphy  

Longmeadow,  MA 

Written Testimony Submitted by Lucy Hartry 

October 21, 2014 

Cindy Miller, Springfield and Holyoke Health Services Manager, and I testified yesterday at the Holyoke 

hearing. We represented Tapestry Health, a human service agency providing reproductive health, HIV preven-

tion, WIC services to the four counties of western Massachusetts. We spoke about the importance of contin-

ued state subsidized reproductive health services despite mandated health insurance coverage. Many people 

do not have insurance despite the mandate because they are between jobs, have let it lapse, or they have it, but 

co-pays and deductibles are too high, or they are on their parent’s insurance and want confidentiality for our 

services. In addition, Holyoke and Springfield experience the state’s highest teen pregnancy and high school 

dropout rates. The rates are above the state average and are even higher for teens of color. We urge the contin-

ued funding for supportive programs to help teens graduate from high school and provide hope for their fu-

tures.   

  

Lucy Hartry, Northampton Health Services Manager 

Tapestry Health  

16 Center  Street 

Northampton, MA 01060 

(413) 586-2539 

(413) 586-2016, ext. 420 

Fax: (413) 586-1371 

lhartry@tapestryhealth.org 

www.tapestryhealth.org 

mailto:lhartry@tapestryhealth.org
http://www.tapestryhealth.org
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Massachusetts Commission on the Status of Women 

Public Hearing 

Pioppi Room, Jacob Edwards Library, Southbridge, MA 

Thursday, February 26, 2015, 4:30 pm 

Present: Commissioners: Victoria Budson, Chair; Linda Cavaioli; Marianne Fleckner; Mary Kassler; Margot 

Parrot; Lauren Scribi; Mary-dith Tuitt.  Worcester CSW Commissioners: Sheila Aleman; Chantal Bethea; Su-

san Lewandowski; Randy Zanka.  Also, Director Jill Ashton. 

Chair Victoria Budson welcomed everyone and the commissioners each introduced themselves. 

 

TESTIMONY 

Michelle Ortiz, Family Liason, Westwood School. She is “speaking for herself.” Her school has 450 chil-

dren. She sees how hard teachers work and their many frustrations.  Most of the kids are from Puerto Rico, so 

she sends communications home in Spanish and English. Many parents do not speak English and cannot help 

their kids. A lot of the kids need counselling, but there is a 6-month waiting list. There’s also a lot of parental 

apathy. Only 25-35 families come to events. How do we get families more involved? DTA tells her mothers 

that they need to do community service hours in order to receive benefits, but where do we send them if they 

don’t speak English? She doesn’t know where to send these parents and kids for help. Also, they need a DCF 

referral to get help, and that requires a parent to go in person and sign a voluntary consent form. Once there, the 

parent may not even be able to find the interpreter. She has worked here for ten years, and she is surprised at 

how many agencies want to do the right thing, but nothing happens. She pointed out that she was the only 

Spanish speaker in the audience, and she wonders how to get more people involved. 

 

Margo Chevers, Grandparents Commission. She is a grandparent (and great grandparent) raising grandchil-

dren. Ten thousand grandparents in Mass have sole custody of a grandchild. She said that taking custody is a 

choice. She lives in Wales, and when she took custody, she didn’t have anything when she picked them up in 

New Bedford. She started a grandparent support group and discovered that 20% of the preschool class was be-

ing raised by grandparents. Many times the burden falls on the grandmother, who will quit her job because she 

cannot afford day care. She found that trying to tap into resources caused problems, as she makes too much 

money. She told of one grandparent who took in seven children with no food, but she could not get food 

stamps that month because the parents had already received them. Drug addiction is the biggest reason for 

grandparents raising grandchildren, with mental health issues next. The children may also have mental disease. 

She asked her group of grandparents how many have had a major illness, and it was 70%. These kids need 

therapy, they have abandonment issues. Also, how can they afford to send the grandchildren to college? She 

told of another grandparent who took in a sick grandchild and ended up having to sell the house to afford care. 

The drug issue is the big issue, with so many drugs on the street. She has a pastor in her grandparents group, 

also business people. Another problem is domestic violence: one in four women and growing. Women are ob-

jectified in the media. She wishes more women would step forward. Too many women don’t recognize they are 

in an abusive relationship. Abuse is about control and power, and the public needs to understand this. She also 

runs an abuse group. They put out a flyer on recognizing an abusive relationship. Laws need to protect the 

abused, not the abuser. We need to get into the schools in preschool and stop bullying and help elementary kids 

to recognize it and to talk about what is a healthy relationship in high school and college. 

 

Sue Lewandowski, Worcester CSW. She grew up with domestic violence and was also date raped. Her issue: 

mental health  parity. When kids are in this situation, they are more likely to abuse alcohol and drugs. With ear-

ly diagnosis, they can have better coping skills. We need a good provider list, especially for eating disorders. 

Just going into a facility for 2 weeks and going back into the same situation won’t work. With more (mental 

health) parity, there would be more resources. 
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Suzanne Kate Beninsky, Client Services Director, Your Life Matters Pregnancy Center. Abused women 

feel so trapped. They need an emergency shelter in town. Most of the girls they serve are single and don’t have 

family resources. Kids in school are taught sexual risk avoidance, but it does not sink in. Girls just think they 

have to have sex. There are also communication barriers, as some of the girls cannot read English. 

Brenda Ennis, MCSW Unsung Heroine. She said the MCSW “changed her life.” She has been on the School 

Committee for 4 terms now. She just came off being a State Representative candidate, and the rest of the pool 

of candidates was all men. Every city and town has needs, and there is nothing more powerful than women 

who are united and collaborative and who get together to focus on specific needs. She has realized that she has 

resources she didn’t even know she had. She was the wrong gender and party in this past election. Everyone in 

this room has resources, and you know how to tap them. The Commission needs to put together a pipeline. We 

need to advocate in a way that is successful. Women follow through better than men because we have empathy 

and can rally folks. She’s available to help. 

 

{Victoria Budson, MCSW Chair. We are only as strong as the women who stand with us. Women’s Advocacy 

Day will be on May 7 at the State House, and the State House is your house. The needs of women and girls are 

the majority. Also, there are many regional commissions now.} 

 

Heidi, Pathway of Change. She runs a rape crisis center with offices in Worcester and Fitchburg, and the 

Southbridge Library also gives them space. Not all towns will allow her educators to go in. When they do go 

in, the “numbers” (of reported cases) go up because more people come forward. Her new strategy: do educa-

tion with the adults. Their services are free, they provide training for volunteers, and they have a whole series 

of trainings, not just one time. We do need to start with the little ones, teaching them about healthy relation-

ships, because this is everyone’s problem. 

 

Lynn Simons, formerly ran Southbridge Community Connections.  “Every system that’s important to kids 

is broken.” What is most important for women to focus on is education. For a lot of poor white kids, English is 

a second language. There are a lot of lousy teachers. Kids are not prepared for anything. Women need to get 

more involved in the grassroots of education. She found that 13% of kids had tried suicide and 70% had been 

bullied or were depressed. The system is so punishing of women. She said that what’s wrong with America is: 

“egos, erections and entitlements.” We need to be in the streets, and we need to do a better job with our daugh-

ters and sons. Nothing is crueler than MCAS. If you fix education, you fix everything. She is currently writing 

a book titled, “The American Nightmare.” She asked us to “take education on as your fight.” 

 

Stacy Tucker, South Central WIC . Her organization covers 35 towns. She read a letter from her Director, 

Karen Conway. In terms of health care, there has been a vast improvement in women’s and family services. 

Areas of concern: the need for local public transportation, with mothers walking in the streets with children. 

Also, affordable housing: buying or renting is almost impossible, while families on Section 8 are either in mo-

tels or on waiting lists. Drug abuse: pregnant women are giving birth to drug addicted babies. There’s a need 

for funding for education and for activities for young people. Speaking for herself, Stacy is PTO President. 

Sometimes there are only one or two people at meetings. Why are we not participating? In the WIC office, it is 

difficult to get people to workshops. There are only six WIC offices for 35 towns. 

 

{Chair Victoria Budson noted that today it’s very hard for families with working parents. Commissioner Mary 

Kassler said that other social services have also cut back on offices, and it was found that the WIC-mobile was 

costly and ineffective.} 
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Ann Godrow, Chief of Staff for Rep. Peter Durant, 6th Worcester District (including Southbridge).  
Ann worked in the courts on domestic violence issues before joining Rep. Durant’s legislative office. She 

was a CASA volunteer with teen moms for 6 years. She went to work for Rep. Durant because “he cares.” 

 

Sheila Alemon, Worcester CSW. There are transportation issues all over and this is an immediate need, in-

cluding getting federal assistance to clear walkways. A young woman was killed by a snow plow in Fitchburg 

recently. She spoke about a program called “Kiley’s Kids” in Leominster, in which young people pack food 

for school kids for the weekend. There is an exponential need. These programs help. She grew up in Northern 

Maine, where she used to pick potatoes. She got a grant to get her education. WIC helped her when she had 

children. These programs really help. 

 

{Commissioner Marianne Fleckner noted that some communities are buying 12-14 passenger vans for local 

transportation using the meals tax.} 

 

Randy Zanka, Worcester CSW. She lives in Northbridge and said some of the services are there (WIC, 

DCF). She teaches freshman English at Quinsigamond Community College, and has found that many stu-

dents are coming in without the writing skills they need. All women need these skills. At age 13-14, girls lose 

confidence, so there is a need for confidence programs. Access to affordable education is needed for women, 

in the form of some sort of award that they don’t have to pay back. Students come out of college with so 

much debt and the jobs don’t pay enough to get out of debt. She also serves on the Northbridge School Com-

mittee, and she said that ESL classes are expensive and underfunded. We need to keep advocating for fund-

ing of programs. 

{Commissioner Linda Cavaioli mentioned the idea of volunteer programs to get rid of college debt. She 

thanked the Worcester Commission for bringing people out and Margaret for hosting us at the Library.} 

 

END OF HEARING 
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Massachusetts Commission on the Status of Women 

Public Hearing 

YWCA of Haverhill, Haverhill, MA 

Wednesday, March 25, 2015, 4:30 pm 

Lina Sanchez – Lowell Community Health Center 

 This center offers OB/GYN and other health services. Dentist will be offered in the future 

 The center has helped  over 135 women, with or without insurance, in clinics 

 

Renee McGuire – YWCA of Haverhill 

 Rates of domestic violence in later life have increased. Domestic violence include physical, sexual, finan-

cial, and emotional abuse. Late Life Domestic Violence occurs in all communities and affects people of all 

backgrounds. 

 Survivors of domestic violence are susceptible to homelessness, isolation, and mental health issues. It is 

harder to spot these older survivors of domestic violence than younger demographic. Most women are not 

aware of the resources that can help them. 

 The only national study that researched elder abuse found that “the vast majority of abusers were family 

members, most often adult children, spouses, partners, and others.” In addition, mentally ill or substance-

dependent family members that “feel burdened by their caregiving responsibilities abuse at much higher 

rates than those who do not.” 

 

Sally Struble --  YWCA of Greater Lawrence, Oversees Sexual Assault Services 

 Told a story of a mother whose daughter had been sexually assaulted. The judge told the mother that her 

daughter did not qualify under Chapter 258E (protective order) because her daughter had only been as-

saulted once. The judge was wrong in telling her this; the mother spoke up and told the judge, “Actually, I 

believe the law now allows one-time victims to receive this protective order.” 

 Section 7 of Ch260 prohibits Police Departments from releasing sexual assault reports without permission. 

Police Dept. continue to release these reports to public media but do not give survivors copies of these re-

ports. This is crucial to prove to courts that the survivor was sexually assaulted and filed a report. This is 

especially an issue for immigrant women. 

 Court training is necessary to ensure that survivors are compensated and receive the protection they need. 

Police departments also must abide by the law because more and more survivors refuse to file reports to 

the police, with the knowledge that police may not acknowledge them, discriminate, or mistreat them. 

 

Luz Rosado – YWCA Of Greater Lawrence, Health Ambassador 

 Health insurance and proper health care is a major issue in the Lawrence community. There are high rates 

of poverty in the area but low rates of health insurance, despite MA having the highest rate of insured peo-

ple. Many people do not know how to enroll in health insurance. 

 There is a lack of medical professions who can communicate in the patients’ native language.   

 There needs to be more funding, awareness of cancers that affect women (breast, cervical, etc.), support 

groups, and mental health providers. 

 

Yashira Robles – YWCA of Greater Lawrence, Coordinator of Women’s Health Advocacy Services 

 There has been an increase of Haverhill residents seeking assistance at Lawrence location. 

 Provider-patient communication needs improvement, especially in regards to language barriers. Patients 

often don’t understand the medical jargon, their family members may come to translate but cannot trans-

late medical jargon, and patients do they know that they can request a translator for their appointment(s). 

 Screening for disease may be covered by insurance, but there is most often not coverage for reading the 

screening ($270-500). This may deter patients from screening in the first place. 98% of cancer is preventa-

ble if it is detected early. 

 There must be increase opportunities in health care for people of color. There must also be a higher de-

mand for bilingual staff. 
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Stephanie Bellapinata – Haverhill High School senior 

 Shared her observation of the low rates of Latino students enrolled in AP classes at school. Many Latinos 

become blue-collar workers, and Stephanie believes they need resources to know about alternative options. 

“Youth can speak but few choose to speak.” 

 Guidance counselors juggle hundreds of students, so cannot give attention to all of them equally. There are 

also no career development services affiliated with the school that steer Latino students into STEM, intern-

ships, etc. 

 The teachers are not culturally diverse 

 Some immigrant children are placed in the wrong classes or level of classes so they are steered into blue-

collar work from there 

 

Flor Maldonado – YWCA of Greater Lawrence 

 Very difficult to garner support from police departments when there are sexual assault cases 

 

Kate Johnson – Jeanne Geiger Women’s Crisis Center 

 Probate and family courts in Salem and Lawrence further marginalize survivors of domestic violence in 

that they do not gain custody of their children. 

 Told an anecdote about a domestic violence survivor who sought to get custody of her children. Her chil-

dren were also victims of the husband’s abuse; the husband got custody of her children. The judge blamed 

the woman for her children’s abuse. This is not okay! 

 MA is one of two states in US that has not passed a law to protect survivors in family court. This is neces-

sary to protect women seeking emergency provision, jurisdiction across states, etc. 

 

Jody Picone – Dept. of Children and Families, Social Worker 

 There is a heroin epidemic in the community. Mothers are abusing heroin, dying, and their children are left 

without mothers 

 Populations that take in these children are mostly an older demographic, responsible for 1-4 children at a 

time. 

 There needs to be awareness about substance abuse in the community. 

 

Maricelis Ortiz – YWCA of Greater Lawrence, Director of Children and Family Services 

 It is often women that make up early education, although they are qualified to teach middle-high school 

levels. Early education has better pay. Women deserve compensation at competitive rates. 

 

Carmenza Bruff 

 Expressed concern about minority women’s economic status because the current system does not allow 

mobility. 

 There is a language barrier, financial barrier in terms of receiving a college education, and lack of support 

systems like childcare services. 

 Women often take job offers below their level of qualification 

 Immigrant women must transfer educational credits or receive training again in USA 

 University costs are inaccessible to these women. Health education is also lacking in public schools. 

 

Arelis Huertas – YWCA of Greater Lawrence 

 16-24 year old women are experience the highest rate of intimate partner violence. This is triple the nation-

al average. ¼ of high school girls have been victims of physical or sexual abuse. 

 Survivors, especially minors, need access to legal resources that do not necessitate a guardian signature or 

notification. 

 As much as schools advocate for anti-bullying, they must advocate for anti-violence/domestic violence. 

80% of parents do not think domestic violence is an issue, and that is an issue in itself. 
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Eridania Nieves 

 “I truly believe that a major issue affecting women in our community is directly tied to a lack of infor-

mation and opportunities regarding financial literacy. Examples include: starting a business; acquiring 

credit; opening bank accounts; saving for retirement; insurance; financial assistance for education, etc.” 

 “This is frequently a reason women remain in abusive and unhealthy relationships and/or remain in gov-

ernment subsidized programs.” 
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Massachusetts Commission on the Status of Women 

Public Hearing 

Balfour Community Room, Attleboro Public Library, Attleboro, MA 

Wednesday, April 15, 2015, 4:30 pm 

 Lori Sousa- New Hope  

 From July to December of 2014, there was a significant increase in demand for direct services, including 

counseling, hot line services and batterer’s intervention. 

 Safe and immediate housing is the biggest need. There is a breakdown in the affordable housing pipeline. 

New Hope’s shelter guests are spending an average of 85 days in shelter because there are less housing 

options for them to move on to. As a result, individuals in immediate crisis situations are unable to get 

into shelter as quickly because there is less room. 

 Healthcare network needs expansion. The majority of primary care providers who accept Masshealth are 

not accepting new patients, which denies individuals access to healthcare.  

 Transportation assistance, employment and childcare are also very much needed, and all related. Increas-

ing the minimum wage and establishing equal pay for men and women would have a dramatic effect. 

Sandi Carter-Brown – RAINN  

 40% of sexual assault victims are under 18, and 80% are under 30. 68% of incidences of sexual assault go 

unreported, and 98% of perpetrators will spend no time in jail. 

 Discussed devastating effects of sexual assault on victims- including PTSD, depression, self-harm and 

more. 

 We must not minimize the damage that been done, nor blame the victims.  

Joan Ricci- The Literacy Center 

 The Literacy Center serves many immigrant individuals and families. Many of the women that they serve 

have been sexually assaulted, but do not recognize that it is sexual assault. They identify this behavior as 

though it is “something they have to put up with”.  

 Coming from an outside language and culture is often a huge barrier for these women. They see many 

mothers who have trouble communicating with their children, who don’t speak their parent’s native lan-

guage. They also see women who are taken advantage of by employers, and who have no choice but to 

work for minimum wage or under the table jobs. 

 The Literacy Center serves students from 54 countries; it is a challenge to have staff representing all of 

those areas.  

Kelly Fox- Council for Children  

 As a Certified Financial Planner and as a Board member of the Council for Children, she supports women 

in a variety of situations, including those who have gone through divorce, been widowed or are starting 

their own businesses. There needs to be more opportunity for financial literacy education for all.  

 It is empowering to know how to manage one’s money, especially for women who stay stuck in un-

healthy situations due to financial restrictions.  
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June Fleischman- City of Attleboro Health Department 

 Housing is #1, #2 and #3 barrier to assisting low-income individuals and families, especially those under 

60. 80% of low-income housing is for seniors. 3 bedroom housing units have virtually no turnover; the 

wait to be placed in a unit can be over 5 years.  

 People have ties to this area, such as family, friends, schools for special needs children, but they can’t af-

ford or have any chance to afford housing in Attleboro.  

 Shelters have effectively become transitional housing, and it is not a safe environment for children emo-

tionally or physically.  

 Even with mobile vouchers and employment, people can’t find a landlord to accept the vouchers, and they 

are stuck without housing.  

 It is a challenge to even get to housing resources. The closest locations to receive housing support are in 

Fall River and Kingston, and it is so difficult to coordinate transportation there from Attleboro.  

Irene Frechette- St. Vincent de Paul Society 

 There is a huge need for graduated decrease in public benefits. Individuals who find employment are al-

most immediately cut off from public assistance, and this does not allow time to find childcare or transpor-

tation.  

 There are currently 2 hotels in Attleboro housing homeless families, primarily women and children. They 

are staying in 1 bedroom motel rooms with a microwave and a mini-fridge, and this is not the correct an-

swer to the situation.  

 State should be working with community and faith based organizations to solve the problem. It costs 

$28,000 annually to house a homeless family in a motel, which could go much farther in a model like St. 

Vincent de Paul’s for example. 

 Motels are in remote locations that do not allow families to be able to go out and search for housing or em-

ployment, therefore they remain stuck.  

 Transportation is also a huge obstacle. The buses do not run past 6:00pm or on Sundays, and people often 

do not have cars. This greatly limits ability to be able to work because of their restricted hours.  

 Unaccompanied youth legislation was passed, but it was an unfunded mandate.  

 Individuals are coming out of prison with no resources, and need temporary housing instead of being put 

out on the streets.  

 Top priorities: Preventing homelessness before it occurs, transportation, childcare vouchers, gradual de-

crease in benefits. 
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Valerie Bassett- The Women’s Fund 

 Desires to increase the percentage of women earning a living wage, and monitor economic status of wom-

en in the region.  

 Women and girls in New Bedford have higher levels of education than male counterparts, yet their wages 

are much lower.  

 Overall wage gap of full time workers is $10,000 annually. Median wage for women in New Bedford is 

$33,000 and in Fall River is $25,444. It is $19,000 for single mothers.  

 Their goal is a living wage of $54,000-$64,000. 

 Very high percentage of women who are living in poverty and/or “just getting by”. Currently, 1 in 4 

women are living under Federal poverty line. 9% of working women in New Bedford are living in pov-

erty in New Bedford, and 12%  in Fall River.  

 Education is focus for getting ahead. Advocating to change requirement that only allows for one year of 

education while receiving childcare voucher benefits. Many women are more interested in childcare 

vouchers than cash benefits because childcare is so expensive.  

 Affordable housing and childcare are top priorities.  

Waleska Ortiz-Jacome- Life Works 

 Was able to graduate with Associate’s degree and make Dean’s list while raising her young daughter with 

the support of Life Works program. Access to childcare vouchers and transportation resources were cru-

cial to her success.  

 She is now attending at 4 year university, and has taken advantage of childcare voucher program to be-

come a full time student. Her aim is to give back and support foster care youth with her Human Services 

degree.  

Rep. Betty Poirier 

 Hears often about women’s issues, and homelessness in particular. 

 Homelessness is the scourge that is not being treated properly. The solution is in combining resources and 

working together.  

 Recently appointed to Commission on Homelessness, motel rooms are not the solution. We need to in-

crease access to childcare vouchers and support for domestic violence victims.  

 Students in Attleboro are studying for GED, but can’t get to testing site or graduation due to lack of trans-

portation. Attleboro has recently been renamed as a testing site, which is great news.  

 Situation is a work in progress, we constantly strive for improvement.  
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Testimony from Sandi Carter-Brown  

Attleboro Public Library 

April 15, 2015 
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